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The Prince of Wales selected 
treasured mementoes of 

Australia to greet The Weekly’s 
Juliet Rieden, when she was 

invited behind the gates of 
Clarence House for a private 

tour of the royal home.

By Royal            

S
tanding outside the “Birthday Gates” of Clarence House, 
it’s impossible not to be reminded of the Queen Mother. 
As a child growing up in England, I remember crowds 
gathering every year outside these big black gates in 
Stable Yard Road, hoping to greet the former Queen 

Elizabeth who would step outside her front door on August 4  
to receive birthday wishes from the people. It was one of those 
peculiarly British rituals which underlined the public affection for 
the royal family and started in 1970, continuing until Her Royal 
Highness’s final birthday at the age of 101. The custom resulted in 
the current moniker for the gates, and as The Weekly is welcomed 
inside for a privileged private tour of the house and gardens, 
currently the London home of Prince Charles, his wife, the → 

Inside Prince Charles & Camilla’s London home
PHOTOGRAPHY by HUGO BURNAND

Exclusive

This painting of Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 
was finished by artist 
Michael Noakes in 1973 and 
hangs in the Morning Room.
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Duchess of Cornwall, and a privileged 
swarm of London’s bee population,  
I can’t help but notice reminiscences 
of the Queen Mother everywhere. 

Clarence House, nestled in a perfect 
oasis of calm just behind The Mall, is 
a unique royal residence which I suspect 
holds a special place in the hearts of 
all the family who have lived here. It 
was built in the 1820s for the Duke  
of Clarence, who later became King 
William IV, and has been altered and 
refurbished over the centuries for 
seven very different royal occupants. 

Prince Charles became Heir Apparent 
to the British throne at the tender  
age of three when he was living at 
Clarence House, and all of a sudden 
his childhood was turned upside 
down. Together with his sister Anne, 
their cosy world moved across  
Green Park to the vast corridors  

of Buckingham Palace. His mother 
was no longer a princess, but Queen 
Elizabeth II, at just 25.  

It must have been quite a shock,  
for even though Clarence House is  
an historic royal residence next to  
St James’s Palace, the one-time principal 
residence of the monarch, it has the 
warmth and aura of a family home, 
which for a time Princess Elizabeth, 
The Duke of Edinburgh and their two 
children enjoyed immensely. It’s easy 
to imagine Prince Charles learning  
to walk here, toddling along the 
corridors and into the gardens with 
the corgis scampering through. 

His grandmother, the Queen 
Mother, lived here for 49 years after 
her daughter became Queen, and for 
some of that time Princess Margaret 
– before the Princess married and 
moved to Kensington Palace – lived 

Above: A bronzed 
plaster bust of the 
Queen as the Duchess  
of York, by Louis 
Frederick Roslyn, 
sits with treasured 
photos of Princes 
William and Harry  
as young men and an 
ornate clock. Among 
the artefacts in the 
grand entrance hall  
is a 1600 Brussels 
“garden” tapestry, 
purchased in 1950, an 
antique black figure 
vase dated from 
330-310 B.C., and 12 
walnut dining chairs 
from the 18th-century.

here with her mother. There were 
glittering cocktail parties and picnics 
on the lawns, and the Queen Mother 
was a huge patron of contemporary 
art, much of which hangs on the walls. 
Then, following the Queen Mother’s 
death in 2002, Prince Charles moved 
back in with his sons, and in 2005 
was joined by his wife Camilla.

Today the residence, which is one  
of the last remaining aristocratic town 
houses in London, is not just the 
Heir’s London home, which he and 
his wife live in for around 70 days a 
year. It’s also the brains trust for his 
court, with offices for the Prince’s 
household. The Prince and Duchess 
have private rooms upstairs, while the 
downstairs living areas are used to 
entertain heads of state, foreign 
royalty and guests from all walks of 
life. Here the Prince of Wales recently 
hosted President Trump, and past 
visitors read like a who’s who of 
world figures, including the Dalai 
Lama, who calls the Prince, “very 
close, best of friends” and wandered 
hand in hand with HRH around the 
gardens. The magnolia spectrum  
that the Dalai Lama planted in  
2008 still holds pride of place. 

Part of the appeal for dignitaries,  
I suspect, is the homeliness of 
Clarence House, for even though it is 
filled with intriguing historic artefacts, 
furniture and paintings, and is the 
home of the future King of the United 
Kingdom, you really do feel you are 
being invited into a family sanctum. 
There are family photographs 
everywhere, especially of His Royal 
Highness’s sons and grandchildren, 
and behind every book, every object,  
is a story that is very personal.

I start my tour through the main 
front door into the entrance hall, where 
there are wooden toys that Prince 
Charles and Princess Anne played 
with, including an old-fashioned 
baker’s trolley and a wheelbarrow. 
But I can’t take my eyes off an 
extraordinary pedestal clock. This 
magnificent eighteenth-century piece 
with three painted dials plays tunes 
and features hands with crowns on 
their tips. It was a wedding gift to 
Prince Charles’ grandparents – the → 

Clockwise: The 
Garden Room; 
photos of the 
family sit on the 
grand piano; the 
Horse Corridor 
features paintings 
of royal horses. 
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then Duke of York who became  
King George VI and Lady Elizabeth 
Bowes-Lyon – from the citizens of 
Glasgow in Scotland.

As I soon discover, the house is 
filled with gifts and many are from 
Australia. Some are permanently on 
display, like the four paintings in the 
Lancaster Room – first room on the 
right – and other items Prince Charles 
has kindly brought into the house 
today from the Royal Collection or 
Buckingham Palace, especially for my 
visit. The paintings are by Melbourne 
artist Norma Bull, who came to 
England in 1939. “She was an 
unofficial war artist in London and 
would just walk out after bombings 
and literally draw and paint what she 
saw,” a member of the royal 
household tells me. These were 
particularly poignant for Queen 
Elizabeth, who with the King defiantly 
stayed in London throughout the 
Blitz, personally visiting the capital’s 
bombed out streets. “In 1947 there 
was an exhibition of Bull’s paintings 
and Queen Elizabeth bought nine, 
among them these four. Norma Bull 
then gifted another two.”

The royal family’s connection  
to Australia is deep-seated, and the 
Prince was particularly keen for  
The Weekly readers to see a very 

A preparatory sketch (above) 
of the Queen Mother by 
Graham Sutherland hangs 
above the door to the 
hallway from the Morning 
Room. The Prince of Wales’ 
harp (left) was a gift from 
the Victor Salvi Foundation 
for use by the royal harpist, 
a position established by 
Queen Victoria. The harp’s 
design incorporates The 
Prince of Wales feathers, 
and Welsh symbols, including 
daffodils. A vintage wooden 
children’s toy sits in the 
entrance hall (far left). 

Clockwise from above: The dining room table, set with native 
Australian flowers, below Augustus John’s painting of HM Queen 
Elizabeth; Princess Elizabeth, painted by Philip de László in 1933, 
hangs above a table of family photos; the Morning Room lounge 
suite is by Georgian cabinet-maker Thomas Chippendale. 

special pair of booties, which  
usually sit in the nursery corridor in 
Buckingham Palace. They were made 
for his mother when she was baby 
and presented to his grandmother, 
then the Duchess of York, by 
Indigenous Australians in Victoria 
when Her Royal Highness toured in 
1927. They’re made from shells, velvet 
and sand and are exquisite. 

Another souvenir from that visit is  
a small rock studded with gleaming 
nuggets of gold. The Prince’s 
grandmother’s handwritten note  
has also been saved: “Gold Bearing 
Quartz from Ballarat 29.4.27”.

In honour of my visit there is a 
display of Australian native flora in 
the dining room, and the air is rich 
with eucalyptus. Suitably, the silver 
wine coolers either side are a wedding 
gift, “to the Duke of York (later King 
George VI) on his marriage to Lady 
Bowes-Lyon, April 26, 1923, from 
Australians in London.” 

When Prince Charles hosts dinners 
here, I am told he likes to sit in the 
middle rather than at the head of the 
table so he can talk to everyone, and 
he also likes to face the stunning 
painting of his grandmother as a 
young queen that hangs above the 
fireplace which is lit in winter. The 
painting is by Augustus John and is 

actually an unfinished work. “When 
he was asked to come to Buckingham 
Palace to paint Queen Elizabeth he 
was overcome and couldn’t look Her 
Majesty in the face, hence the detail 
on the dress. They provided him with 
a drink and even had a string quartet 
play next door to try to calm him 
down, but it really wasn’t working. 
When the Blitz started, they decided 
that they would finish the sittings 
because it was too dangerous. The 
artist rolled up the canvas and took  
it back to his studio. Then in the 
1960s, there was a retrospective of  
his work and the Northern Shipping 
Line bought the painting as a gift for 
the Queen Mother as she was then, 
who was launching a ship for them. 
She absolutely loved it.” →
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From Australia
1977 1927

1947
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The Queen Mother was a fan of 
preparatory sketches, finding them 
often to have more vibrancy than  
the finished work, and there are  
many throughout the house.

Each of the downstairs rooms has 
its own unique personality. The pale 
blues of the Morning Room reflect the 
Queen Mother’s racing colours, while 
the rich reds, golds and greens of the 
Garden Room echo the colours in  
a fine wall tapestry given to Queen 
Victoria by Emperor Napoleon III. 
There are small doors beneath the 
windows in this room, which I’m told 
were opened to let the corgis run into 
the garden. 

But most notable are two musical 
instruments – a golden harp made 
especially for the Prince of Wales 
which is played by the royal harpist, 
and a Steinway grand piano which 
used to be in the Royal Lodge in 
Windsor and on which Princesses 
Elizabeth and Margaret learned to 
play. Noël Coward regularly played 
on this piano and was a frequent 
visitor to Clarence House. On top is 
one of his songbooks, in which the 
legendary playwright and composer 
has written, “To Her Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, from 
Noël Coward”, and an indication of 
the sort of parties held here is a wine 
glass stain on the opening page!

One room which very few visitors 
see is on the third floor and holds 
special significance for Australia. It is 
called “The Quiet Room”, panelled  
in jarrah wood, a wedding gift to the 
Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh 
from the Australian people. As I walk 
into this room there is a rich smell  
of the wood, and on the wall is a 
painting by James Ranalph Jackson  
of Australian bushland, presented to 
the Queen Mother by the government 
and people of NSW in February 1958.

The gardens at Clarence House 
have been remodelled by Prince 
Charles, adding a formal area in 
memory of his grandmother, laid out 
to His Royal Highness’s own design 
by members of The Prince’s Foundation 
School of Traditional Arts. The trees 
in the formal part of the garden have 
been topiaried into the shape of the 

Queen Mother’s parasol. While 
elsewhere, the Prince has introduced 
long grass where wild orchids grow and 
a vegie patch, which serves the house. 
On my visit crops of kale, spinach, 
carrots, broad beans, runner beans, leeks 
and lettuce burst through the soil. 

In 2017 the Prince installed two  
bee hives, and honey is harvested from 
the hives at Clarence House once a year. 
There is also a bee hotel, a curious 
collection of bamboo tubes fixed to 
the wall. “Bee hives are for colonies 
but not all bees are in colonies, a lot 
of them are solitary and in the winter 
they find it quite difficult to find 
somewhere to be warm,” explains  

a household spokesperson. “The bee 
hotel has bamboo shoots with nooks 
and crannies for bees and insects  
to shelter and have a home.”  

The gardens are also used for  
medal ceremonies and parties, 
including the Elephant Family masked 
ball to raise funds for the foundation, 
set up by the Duchess of Cornwall’s 
late brother Mark Shand. 

And every year the Duchess invites 
children from a children’s hospice  
to decorate the Clarence House 
Christmas tree. “It is a lovely  
event that really sums up the joy  
of this house,” says a member of  
the household. AWW

Clockwise from above: 
Wisteria in bloom over 
the lawn of long grass, 
left to grow so 
wildflowers seed; the 
Rosicrucian formal 
garden, created by  
the Prince of Wales  
in memory of his 
grandmother; a bench 
flanked by lions is the 
perfect spot to relax; 
The Prince’s prized 
beehives; the organic 
vegetable patch; the 
magnolia spectrum  
was a gift from the 
Dalai Lama.

Clockwise from above; 
Paintings of London during  
the Blitz by Australian artist 
Norma Bull in the Lancaster 
Room; The Quiet Room, with 
wall panelling made from 
Australian jarrah wood; 
glass place settings, a 
wedding gift to the Prince 
and Duchess from the Royal 
Australian Armoured Corps. 

Above: A boomerang presented to Prince 
Charles for The Queen’s Silver Jubilee 
Trust. Right: Aboriginal slippers for baby 
Princess Elizabeth, and gold from Ballarat.

2005


